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Abstract
Prospera, a Conditional Cash Transfer (CCTs) program in Mexico, provides recipients with cash
contingent on three nodes of civic engagement: health, nutrition and education. This article
examines the educational component of Prospera in La Gloria, in the state of Chiapas, Mexico. I
utilize gender and culture of migration theories to explore the role gender plays in the
educational, employment and migration outcomes of 31 high school students, and a smaller
sample that pursued post-secondary education, six years after participating in the Prospera
program. My findings raise questions about the ability of Prospera to ameliorate social
inequalities, foster gender equity, and economic mobility among indigenous recipient
households.
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Introduction
Lorena and Angelica, both sisters, received Prospera stipends since the program’s 2002
launch in La Gloria and completed high school.1 To improve their economic standing, their
father migrated to the US in 2001. In 2005, he suffered a work-related injury. Their mother,
concerned for his wellbeing, wished to travel to the US to help him recover from his injuries.
The mother’s receipt of Prospera cash stipends for three younger children, however,
posed a problem. The program requires a head of household (over the age of 18) to be identified
for receipt of transfers. To prevent removal from Prospera, Lorena (at age 19) agreed to be
identified as the head of household and assumed parental duties for her seven younger siblings.
Lorena, while disappointed she could not pursue her studies, exhibited pride in her ability
to help her siblings further their education and hopefully their family’s economic standing.
Lorena’s sacrifice helped her parents send $1,000 USD per month in remittances, which covered
tuition costs for Angelica. Angelica, after obtaining her degree, could not land a stable job.
Why, despite receiving Prospera stipends, was Lorena and Angelica’s mother compelled
to migrate? What factors informed Lorena’s decision to become the head of household, and for
Angelica to participate in the informal labor sector? To begin to answer these questions, this
article explores how gendered cultural expectations and structural inequalities shape contrasting
educational, migratory, and employment outcomes for Prospera recipients.
Mexico’s Prospera Conditional Cash Transfer Program
Prospera provides funds to a recipient head of household (titular) contingent on three
nodes of civic engagement: health, nutrition and education.2 To receive funds, four conditions
must be met. Medical practitioners are responsible for documenting the first two conditions: 1.

1
2

Interview dated September 17 2006.
See Yachine (1999) for historical background on the shift of anti-poverty programs in Mexico.
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Household heads must attend monthly medical ‘talks’; 2. Starting at secondary school, youth
must also attend bi-monthly medical ‘talks’; Teachers are responsible for documenting the last
two conditions. 3. Youth must maintain an 85 percent minimum school attendance requirement;
4. Youth must also meet a 60 per cent grade point average. Assuming that all four conditions are
met, the Secretariat of Social Development (SEDESOL) makes bimonthly payments (Stecklov et
al., 2005, 771; citing Adato Cody and Ruel 2000).
Health and education requirements, the two primary mechanisms used to ensure receipt
of cash transfers, are framed as promoting gender equality. Scholars have identified, however,
how conditional health requirements for receipt of CCTs pressure indigenous women to use
contraceptives (Smith-Oka, 2009) and sterilization (González Montes & Mojarro, 2012), which
undermine indigenous women’s sexual autonomy.3 The education component of the Prospera
program is touted as closing the gender gap in educational attainment; starting at middle school,
girls receive 10 per cent more in cash transfers than boys.4 By providing incentives to young
women, scholars argue that ‘in the future they will keep their own children in school longer,
yielding significant downstream effects on the health and nutrition of children’ (Lomelí 2008,
489; citing Morley and Coady 2003). Evaluations of the Prospera cash transfer program’s
education component, however, have been mixed.
For instance, González de la Rocha et al. (2008) found an increase in intergenerational
schooling among indigenous female youth by two years. These scholars, however, restricted
their sample to locations with schools and healthcare centers nearby, biasing findings that
inaccurately reflect most indigenous communities. Contrastingly, Behrman et al.’s (2011) study

3

The educational requirement of Prospera will be the focus of this article. For a more thorough review of the
literature on the health requirements under Prospera and their impact on reproductive health see Gil-García (2015).
4
The value of Prospera cash transfers in Mexico is equal to one half or two thirds of the full-time child wage
(Schultz 2004).
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that used data from Skoufias et al.’s (2001) earlier research on Prospera (then named
Oportunidades), revealed no significant impact among older girls in secondary school enrolment.
These evaluations, however, excluded states with the largest percentage of indigenous peoples.5
While the explicit aim of Prospera is to improve health and education among its
recipients, scholars have also been interested on how participation may shape migration patterns.
Again the results are mixed: some have showed that the program reduced domestic and
international migration among male youth (Stecklov et al. 2005; Behrman et al. 2005) while
others found increased international migration among recipient households, particularly for men
(Angelucci, 2004; Rubalcava & Teruel, 2006; Rus & Rus, 2014).6
These divergent perspectives, along with studies that have identified how CCTs reinforce
traditional gender roles (Cohen & Franco, 2006; Corboz, 2013; Molyneux, 2006), raise questions
on the Prospera program’s ability to fulfill its policy goals. Some studies have also noted how
Prospera is unable to address social inequalities in indigenous communities (Giugale,
Lafourcade, & Nguyen, 2001; González Montes & Mojarro, 2012; Smith-Oka, 2009). These
studies provide a critical lens absent in policy driven evaluations of Prospera (Borja-Vega,
Lunde, & García Moreno, 2007). Still missing, however, is an analysis of the role of teachers –
entrusted with enforcing Prospera conditional educational measures – and the potential impact
they may have on the education, migration, and labor outcomes of recipient youth.
Ethnographic fieldwork in La Gloria, a rural indigenous community in Chiapas, Mexico,
provided an opportunity to: 1. Examine how teachers, who are authorized to enforce Prospera
educational requirements, redefine their disciplinary role in response to institutional constraints
5

The indigenous accounted for 1.3 million (or 22 per cent) out of nearly five million Prospera beneficiaries in 2009
(World Bank, 2009).
6
Stecklov et al. (2005) and Angelucci (2004) used the same data sources, but used different methods, which can
explain the opposite conclusions. The former used household-level data, while the later used individual-level data.
See Parker et al. (2007, 4000-1); and Kabeer et al. (2012, 25-26).
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and perceived local migration patterns in the community. 2. Explore how messages, shared by
teachers, shape the multiple trajectories students may take after high school – the formal
conclusion the Prospera program. I will illustrate how Prospera conditions, and contrasting
messages shared by instructors, constitute an ensemble of gendered cultural expectations that are
built up by the circulation of multiple people who shape La Gloria youth decisions along
parameters that either restrict or bolster education, formal/informal labor, and migration.
To begin to comprehend this complex ensemble of gendered cultural expectations, this
article draws on the culture of migration theory, which has been used to explain how migration
related knowledge and resources are spread through social networks to reinforce on-going
migration to the US (Durand, Massey, & Zenteno, 2001). It also draws from the gender and
migration literature (Donato, Gabaccia, Holdaway, Manalansan, & Pessar, 2006; HondagneuSotelo, 2003; P. Pessar, 2003), which identifies how social networks (Hagan, 1998), the
bureaucratic apparatus of states, and multilateral development agencies shape options for
migration and employment for women. I will utilize culture of migration and gender migration
theories to explore how migrant kin, along with local opportunity structures – education,
conditional cash transfers, the labor market – help shape patterns of outmigration and community
change in La Gloria.
Background
Enrolment to the Prospera program requires meeting a poverty threshold. To
comprehend how La Gloria met the eligibility requirement, a brief historical account of the
community is in order. A protracted war that largely targeted the indigenous (Nelson, 2010),
prompted 43,000 Guatemalan’s to seek refuge in Mexico and settle in camps (Pessar, 2001, 467).
.
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Refugee arrivals, however, also prompted conflict. Rodolfo Figueroa, a Mexican
community, claimed legal ownership of the land settled by refugees.7 To deescalate conflict, the
Secretaría Agraria (Agrarian Ombudsman), advised that refugees pay 360,000 Mexican pesos
(1,400 pesos) as a ‘donation’ to Rodolfo Figueroa. As only Mexican nationals can legally hold
title to ejido land, 8 twenty-two Mexican-born youth (men and women) with age of majority, the
second generation, were identified as the ejido title holders for La Gloria’s 72 hectares.
Most of La Gloria residents self-identify as either Akateko or Migueleños, a reference to
their place of origin in San Miguel Acatán, a municipality in the Department of Huehuetenango,
Guatemala and Akatek is the dominant Mayan indigenous language. The signing of the 1996
Peace Accords, formally ended military conflict, and granted an opportunity for refugees to
repatriate to Guatemala (Manz, 1988). On-going low-intensity conflict and inadequate
reconstruction efforts made repatriation for many unviable (Worby, 1999). Subsequently, a
sizable number of refugees advanced claims to belonging to Mexican territory (García, 2006).
In 1995 Mexico announced a naturalization program, but remained out of reach for
many who lacked passports and birth certificates. In 2001, Mexico temporarily waived this
requirement, and provided temporary visas for those who wanted permanent residence or
citizenship and to those who one day hoped to return to their homeland (García, 2006, 83). Visa
restrictions to travel and employment (Kauffer Michel, 2002) along with the prolonged delay of
naturalization documents compounded poverty. La Gloria’s high poverty index made those with
naturalization and their Mexican born children in the community eligible for the Prospera
7

The land conflict also involved the Catholic Church, which clandestinely purchased land under the name of four
Mexican nationals (see Ruiz Lagier, 2007, 66).
8
‘The ejido is a form of communally administered property—modeled on traditional Mexican patterns of village
communal property—which was established by constitutional decree in 1917’ Dunn (2000, 215). Article 27 of the
1917 Constitution created restrictions in the sale or mortgage of ejido lands. The Salinas de Gortari Government
removed these restrictions in 1992. Information pertaining to the land dispute was obtained from with a former
representative of La Gloria, Mendez Felix Alonzo (interview dated, 19 September 2016).
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conditional cash transfer program in 2002. By 2015 the social development program provided
monetary stipends to 426 (or 93%) out of a total of 456 families (3,601 residents) in La Gloria.9
Culture of Migration and Gender and Migration Theories
As in many parts of Mexico, increased poverty has created greater pressure toward La
Gloria residents to emigrate. For instance, 2006 census data reveals girls and women outnumber
boys and men, particularly among the working age population (see Table 1). Survey data
collected from 78 high students in 2006 revealed many migrant kin residing in the US (n = 315)
than throughout Mexico (n = 35).10 Census and survey data illustrate how a gendered culture of
migration favors male over female migration from La Gloria to the U.S. The ‘culture of
migration,’ is concept used to explain how migration related knowledge and resources are spread
in places of origin and destination (Massey, 1987). As migration continues over time these
networks become a source of social capital embedded in a series of formal and informal ties
across family, friends, community members, employers, and state institutions. The ability to
leverage this social capital to enable migration has been shown to make cross-border crossing
less costly (Massey & Espinosa, 1997).

Number of recipient families obtained from La Gloria’s Prospera coordinators (May 29, 2015) and figure for total
number of families obtained from the Cedula Microregional provided by Dr. Giselda Cruz Torres, physician at La
Gloria’s health clinic (May 23, 2015). Copy archived with the author and available upon request.
10
Surveys distributed to students also confirm greater international migration among men than women. Of the 78
surveys collected, students identified 188 male and 127 female relatives who pursued international migration.
Contrastingly, 18 men and 17 women migrated throughout the Mexican republic. Survey data provided information
on the average age of migration for 169 identifiable migrant kin members, their age at migration ranged from 13 to
54, with an average of 23 years.
9
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Table 1: La Gloria 2006 Census
Age
Boys/Men
Girls/Women
Total for both genders
5 to 11
145
199
344
12 to 14
83
105
188
15 to 19
110
163
273
20 to 24
34
108
142
25 to 29
32
74
106
30 to 34
24
69
93
35 to39
11
30
41
40 to 44
18
69
87
45 a 49
23
35
58
50 to 54
27
38
65
55 to 59
19
17
36
60 to 64
24
22
46
65 and above
40
52
92
Total
590
981
1571
Source. Instituto de Salud del Estado de Chiapas Cédula de datos básicos a nivel Microregional.

Feminist scholars have identified how gender undergirds the culture of migration,
providing opportunities and restrictions for women (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2003). Studies have also
identified how policies by sending and receiving states have largely privileged men to pursue
international migration (Mahler & Pessar, 2006). Scholars, however, have identified cases where
women do gain greater foothold in the migratory decision-making processes (Grasmuck &
Pessar 1991; Constable 1997). Gender also shapes the available networks used by co-ethnic
nationals to share information on jobs (Greenwell, Valdez, & DaVanzo, 1997) and access toward
legal status (Hagan, 1998) that collectively can shape their inclusion to a host society.
Gender and migration scholarship has also explored the relationship between education
and migration. Men are more likely to migrate with less education than their female co-nationals
(Donato, 1993; Kanaiaupuni, 2000). Gender and class inequalities that advantage men over
women following human capital investment help explain this occurrence (Curran et al. 2006,
2011-2012). While men may face diminishing returns in the labor market to continuing their
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education and pursuing immigration at a later stage, higher education dismantles barriers in
sending and receiving countries that disadvantage women to migrate (Feliciano, 2008).
Scholars have also utilized the culture of migration theory to illuminate the relationship
between family involvement in migration and its effects on school attendance by children in
places of origin. For example, Kandel and Kao (2000) used survey data in Zacatecas, Mexico in
largely small agrarian settlements among students (n = 7,061) in grades 6 through 12 to explore
the extent of US migratory experience within respondent’s families. Findings revealed a strong
association between having immediate family members who migrated and younger students’
expressed desire to work in the US; high school students were not as strongly affected.
Kandel and Massey (2002) utilize Kandel and Kao’s (2000; 2001) same data set to
explore how the culture of migration may shape respondents’ aspirations to work and live in the
US. Their findings reveal a gendered pattern where ‘…the aspiration to work in the US is more
strongly connected to family influence and especially personal experience for females than for
males’ (Kandel and Massey, 2002, 998). This finding leads the authors to conclude, ‘…[we] feel
confident in arguing that aspirations to work in the US arise from family rather than personal
involvement in US migration, and that it is the culturally transmitted aspiration to work abroad
that increases the odds of leaving for the US’ (Kandel and Massey, 2002, 1000). Exactly how
these messages are culturally transmitted, however, is unexplored. Moreover, Kandel and
Massey (2002), and much of the previous culture of migration scholarship, has largely focused
on migration by mestizos11 from central and northern Mexico. The increased emigration of
indigenous populations in Mexico’s rural south (Marcelli & Cornelius, 2001; Stephen, 2007;

11

Diane M. Nelson (1999) defines mestizo as a category that collapses ladino identity—an ethnically diverse
category that is distinguished by people that identify as not Indian. The mestizo category sublates race, class, sex
and gender differences that resonate with modernization narratives, which distinguish the Indian/Indigenous
category as a marker of everything backward.
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Weeks, Stoler, & Jankowski, 2011) provides an opportunity to explore the applicability of the
culture of migration theory among the indigenous.
Cornelius and colleagues’ (2007) research in the indigenous Mayan town of Tunkás in
the state of Yucatan, Mexico, is one of the first studies to apply the culture of migration theory in
the region, and identified how internal migration to southern Mexico’s tourist region serves as a
springboard for US bound migration. Their study reinforces the gendered culture of migration
thesis and find that most men migrate during the earlier years for work whereas older women
migrate for family reunification.
This study builds on the the growing literature on indigenous migration from
Mesoamerica to the U.S. (Jonas & Rodríguez, 2014; Ortiz & Pombo, 2014) and utilizes culture
of migration and gender and migration theories to comprehend the relationship between
Prospera cash stipends and migration patterns among recipient youth. Specifically, I will
examine how mestizo teachers who enforce Prospera program requirements convey messages
that may shape the educational, migration, and employment outcomes among La Gloria youth.
Methods
Over a two-year period (2006-2007), I conducted ethnographic research – participant
observation, interviews, and surveys – in La Gloria’s primary, secondary, and high school.
Participants
In 2006, school directors and instructors in each of the aforementioned schools
participated in formal and informal interviews (n=8). To learn about educational and career
aspirations, I conducted in-depth interviews with 14 high school students (6 women and 8 men)
in 2006. High school students from each of the three grade levels participated: seven in year one
(2 men, 5 woman), four in year two (all men), and three in grade three (2 men, 1 woman). To
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gather information regarding post-graduation plans, the same three students from grade three,
along with another woman, participated in an informal interview in 2007. Of all high school
students interviewed (n=15) only one male self-identified as non-indigenous.
In 2007, I administered a survey to a convenience sample of 78 high school students (37
men, 35 women, 6 unknown), across all three grade levels, between the ages of 15 to 20. Followup interviews with female graduates (n=3) of the 2007 cohort were conducted in 2013. All
students who completed the survey and participated in interviews received Prospera stipends.
Materials
A 22-question survey, distributed to 78 youth, gathered information on family members
who worked in Mexico or the US. Surveys collected information on: educational attainment;
reason for emigrating, residency period outside of La Gloria, age at migration, employment type,
amount of remittances received (if any) and frequency of return-migration of kin.
Design
The strength of the study design is its ability to triangulate data from a variety of perspectives
diachronically to provide insight on the educational, migration and employment outcomes among
Prospera recipient youth.
Procedures:
Following disclosure of study aims, and an explanation of their freedom to decline
participation or withdraw from the study, oral consent was obtained by all study participants.
School directors and teachers provided permission to conduct participant observation in
classrooms and to distribute surveys to students during class-time. To ensure that students
understood the Spanish written survey, I remained in the classroom to answer any questions
regarding survey content. To maintain privacy and confidentiality of sensitive data (i.e. legal
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status), students only provided their age and gender along with the familial relationship to
migrant kin on surveys.
Informal interviews with school directors and teachers lasted from 30 minutes to 1 hour
and were conducted in Spanish in their classrooms or offices. Interviews with students ranged
between 30 minutes to 1.5 hours and took place in school classrooms, and public spaces. All
interviews were audio recorded and a copy was provided to each participant.
Results
Education: Enforcement of Conditional Requirements
Educational institutions in La Gloria include: pre-kindergarten, elementary, secondary
and high school. A perpetual concern among La Gloria’s teachers is the ability of its schools to
retain students. In 2006, for instance, of the 90 students that reached the 6th grade, only 50
entered the secondary school, and just 31 enrolled in the high school. Instructors attribute such
low retention rates to the attraction of earning higher wages abroad. The Prospera education
component, however, provides educators with the authority to enforce conditional attendance
and grade requirements, which they view as an effective tool to increase school retention. La
Gloria’s high school director bluntly explains: ‘The students that do not attend school, I dock
them funds under the Prospera program. For me it is like a weapon.’12 Yet, despite the director’s
bold statement, findings in La Gloria reveal a series of structural factors that compel teachers and
administrators not to enforce conditional requirements.
The High School Director, during informal interviews, confided that if matriculation is
considered too low the Secretaría de Educación (national school board) could close a school.
Enforcement of grade requirements of the Prospera program may have the unintended effect of
12

Interview dated 7 September 2006
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producing low retention rates placing instructors at risk of losing their jobs or relocation to other
school districts. The fear of losing their jobs may help explain the contradiction between the high
school director’s views on Prospera conditional attendance requirements as a weapon he must
use and lax enforcement of conditional grade requirements to maintain student enrolment and for
La Gloria schools to remain open.13 This reality, along with knowledge of an entrenched culture
of migration, informs directors and instructors’ advice to students: to complete high school as a
means to improve life-chances as migrant laborers to the US. Instructors also advise students
that more education results in greater earnings in Mexico. One instructor mentioned how,
[As teachers] we inform students that if they are caught by immigration officials and are
left in the Mexico-US border, their chances of being hired in the maquiladoras are
improved with a high school degree. We use this message to advise them that it is not
necessary to cross the international border to the US [to find work].14
Instructors, therefore, frame increased education, as a means to improve earnings abroad
and as a safety mechanism against immigration enforcement. This finding illustrates how the
culturally transmitted aspiration to work abroad, identified by Kandel and Massey (2002) as a
strong determinant outmigration, may also be influenced by educators. Interviews with a smaller
cohort of high school students, provides an opportunity to study how these messages, combined
with structural factors, may shape the gendered culture of migration in La Gloria.
Education, Migration and Labor Patterns of La Gloria’s First High School Cohort
In 2007, La Gloria’s first cohort of 21 high school students graduated. One day after the
ceremony, I interviewed four graduates (2 men, and 2 women). Freddy, one of these graduates,
shared his post-graduation plans, and stated: “Well, I am thinking about looking for work in

13
14

Phone interviews with four of La Gloria’s 2007 high school graduate cohort in early 2014 confirms this statement.
Interview dated 7 September 2006.
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Cancun or Playas del Carmen [both in the Mayan tourist region in the state of Quintana Roo],
and another idea I have is entering the military.” When asked if he thought about the possibility
of continuing school he stated: “No. It is impossible that I continue to study.” When asked why,
he replied: “because of lack of economic resources.” He admitted that he could have put more
effort to improve his grades (a 7.5 out of 10), which was lower than the minimum (8.5) required
to be eligible for a competitive scholarship. When asked what he would study if he could
continue his education, he quickly answered: “engineering and computer programming.”
Freddy framed his decision to seek work as a way to help his family, particularly for his
younger siblings. “Hopefully they will have opportunities that I did not have. Maybe I will be
able to provide them with the means to continue their studies. That is, of course, if they are
interested in continuing their studies.”
His parents, due to a fear of losing him in combat, refused to grant Freddy permission to
join the military, but were supportive of his seeking work in Cancun. While he did not have any
family members in this location, he traveled there during the previous three summers to
participate in construction work. According to Freddy, employers granted permission to live onsite where workers set-up make-shift encampments to sleep without charge, and paid him 1,100
pesos per week (60 USD).
Freddy’s comments provide deep insight on the economic constraints many La Gloria
youth confront following high school graduation – the formal conclusion the Prospera program,
and end to cash transfers, which delimit the financial options they have to continue their studies.
Yet, despite these constraints, Freddy’s ability to complete high school is quite a feat. Freddy is
one of the original 13 men who entered La Gloria’s first high school class in 2004, and among
the five who graduated in 2007. Freddy’s entire entering class numbered 31, but 10 (largely men)
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left the school before the 2007 graduation (see table 2).15 Women, however, had three times the
number of high school graduates to men.

Table 2: Education by Gender
Education Level
Left high school
Graduated high school
Total

Males
8
5
13

Females
2
16
18

Total
10
21
31

Like Freddy, Catarina is the first in her family to complete high school, and shared how
her parents are proud of her accomplishment. When asked what she planned to do after
graduation, she expressed interest in seeking a job, and despite having a better grade point
average than Freddy (7.9 out of 10) did not have any interest in continuing her studies. Catarina
confided that she and three other female graduates made plans to leave La Gloria in a month to
seek work in Playas del Carmen, in close proximity to Cancun. Unlike Freddy, however, none of
these women have traveled there, but do have family who live and work in the hotel industry.
To learn more about the migration and work trajectories of Prospera recipients, I
conducted follow-up interviews in 2013 with three informants who graduated high school in
2007 who shared information on the migration patterns and jobs of their school cohort. Among
male students who dropped-out, five pursued international migration and one sought domestic
migration, no information was available for two men (see table 3). Three male graduates pursued
international migration and two migrated domestically. Among female dropouts (see table 3),
one woman pursued international migration, while another sought domestic migration.

15

Interview date 15 September 2013.
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Ten female graduates moved to another state within Mexico and six remained in La Gloria.
Thus, of the 31 entering high school students from 2004, a third did not graduate, and more than
half of the dropouts (mostly less-educated men) sought international migration.

Table 3: Educational Attainment Among Male and Female Migrants
Male Migrants’ Destination
International Migrants
Domestic Migrants
Unknown
Total

HS Dropout
5
1
2
8

HS Graduate
3
2
0
5

Total
8
3
2
13

Female Migrants’ Destination
International Migrants
Domestic Migrants
Remain in La Gloria
Total

1
1
0
2

0
10
6
16

1
11
6
18

Of the female graduates, 80 per cent are either unemployed or do low-skilled laborintensive work, minimizing the prospect of economic stability. Seven women migrated to the
Mayan tourist region where they worked as domestics in hotels; the men worked in construction.
Of the six women who continue to live in La Gloria, only one who manages a makeshift grocery
shop in front of her parent’s home has a reliable source of income. Without cash stipends or
household income, female high school graduates largely discontinue their studies. Only three
women managed to pursue domestic migration to continue their studies or work as teachers.
For the small minority that continued educational training, barriers to employment
persist. For instance, Elena – cousin to Lorena and Angelica (the sisters introduced at the
beginning of the article) – also graduated high school in 2007. She continued studying
accounting, but could not find a job commensurate with her degree. Elena and Angelica went to
Baja California to join a relative to work in a vegetable-sorting factory. By 2012 both earned
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enough to cover the cost of payment to a coyote (guide) to clandestinely cross them through the
US-Mexico border, but were apprehended by US border patrol and incarcerated for four days.
Elena and Angelica, much like most women who discontinued studies following high
school graduation in 2007, returned to low-wage labor-intensive work in the Mayan tourist
region. The promise of the Prospera program to redress poverty often translates to limited job
prospects for La Gloria high school and postsecondary school indigenous graduates.
Discussion
This article utilized the culture of migration and gender and migration theories to frame
analysis of how enforcement of Prospera program requirements and messages shared by school
instructors interact to shape the educational, migration, and employment outcomes among
recipient youth. My study contributes to research that utilize the case study approach (Corboz,
2013; García Falconi, 2004; Smith-Oka, 2009, 2013) to gain a deeper understanding of the
Prospera CCT program. My findings provide context-rich information on how Prospera
operates in a former refugee settlement – now an ejido community – located near the MexicoGuatemala border where most recipients self-identify as indigenous.
My study revealed how teachers periodically advised students to further their schooling
to obtain Prospera cash transfers and improve employment prospects in Mexico or abroad. This
finding runs counter to Kandel and Kao’s (2001, 1226) argument that parental migration to the
U.S. “delivers a harmful message about the value of educational investment to children growing
up in migrant households and communities.” While they are correct that there exist “[l]ow
returns to education in the United States compared to Mexico, combined with the sizable wage
differential” migration alone does not, as they argue, “lead to a depreciation of the value of
education and the election of international migration as a vocation” (Kandel and Kao, 2001,
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1226). Paradoxically, it is the structural pressures from the Secretaría de Educación that compel
educators – who fear dismissal or relocation to other school districts if matriculation rates are
low – to disseminate these contrasting messages. This same fear may help explain why
educators, despite viewing Prospera conditionalities as a “weapon”, do not enforce grade and
attendance requirements to increase student retention rates and avoid school closure.
The actual impact of Prospera on domestic and international migration for La Gloria
residents has been mixed. Of the students who left school before graduation, over half (mostly
men) pursued international migration. Contrastingly, young women enrolled in school longer
than young men and outnumber men by 75 per cent in high school completion. The Prospera
program appears to meet one of its gender equity goals of increasing the education of women.
Although Prospera may increase educational attainment for women, it does not translate
into commensurate employment opportunities. Gender ideology and institutional inequalities
help explain why these women are disadvantaged in the labor market.16 Women are
overwhelmingly represented in poorly remunerated jobs in Mexico’s formal and informal sector
(García Vilchis, 2010, 61, 64-65). Limited job options in Mexico for those with higher academic
credentials helps explain why many La Gloria youth forgo high school or halt studies upon high
school graduation.17 Moreover, upon high school completion, La Gloria women continue to face
the gendered expectation to remain in the community and fulfill household obligations.
The Prospera program, which requires recipients to remain in La Gloria for receipt of
cash payments for the nutrition and ongoing education of their dependents, compounds these
16

Scholars have revealed how skill is socially constructed and naturalized in gendered ways (Baron, 1991; Phillips,
1983). The gendered naturalization of skill and informalization of labor create structural conditions, argues Collins
(2002) where labor intensive sectors favor women without labor market experience, union representation, and
formal education.
17
National census data on educational and employment outcomes in Mexico reveals that high school graduates face
twice the level of unemployment (11.9%) than those who don’t complete primary school (5%) (García Vilchis,
2010). Ongoing discrimination also explains the higher ratio of impoverishment of the indigenous (irrespective of
educational attainment) across all job sectors (see Ramírez, 2006, 159).
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pressures. My previous research (Gil-García, 2015), identified how these factors, along with an
established culture of migration that favors men, help explain the number of de facto head of
household mothers with absent husbands who either pursue international (n = 40) or domestic (n
= 22) migration to supplement stipend funds with remittances. My findings build on this earlier
work to reveal that even when female students meet Prospera conditional education
requirements, the gendered culture of migration compels about a third of high school educated
women to remain at home, some of whom, like Lorena, become titulares under the Prospera
program, and provides parents the opportunity to pursue international migration.18
On-going precariousness may help explain why recipient parents forgo their household
obligations to their elder children, who supplement stipends with remittances for the upkeep of
their households in La Gloria. Despite Prospera providing stipends up to the high school level,
its inability to address structural barriers that fuel high unemployment and underemployment
among the indigenous in Mexico (Rafael De La Madrid, 2012) does little to de-link the persistent
association of domestic labor, irrespective of educational attainment, as woman’s work.
Limitations
While the sample size prevents generalization, the various data points and methods –
surveys, interviews, observations – provides greater confidence that findings accurately illustrate
the phenomenon studied. ‘By gathering a variety of perspectives – self-reports, parent reports,
teacher reports – and considering these alongside research observations, concurrence and
disconnections can be established among what informants say they do, what others say they do,
and what the researcher sees them do’ (Suarez-Orozco and Yoshikawa, 2013, 72).

18

Six other unmarried women between the ages of 18 and 22 received stipends in 2015, half of these titulares had both parents in the US
(see Gil-García, 2015, 13).
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Conclusions
My study examined how teachers enforce Prospera program conditions, and provided an
opportunity to uncover how teachers transmit to La Gloria youth the value of education to
improved job prospects within Mexico and abroad. By analyzing messages provided by
instructors to La Gloria youth, we are better able to appreciate how these messages interact with
local opportunity structures: education, labor, families, and a state-run development program to
shape students’ educational attainment, labor market participation, and emigration.
My findings identify how even when youth invest in their human capital through the
Prospera program, enduring economic inequalities persist. Prospera – framed as an efficient
poverty alleviation scheme that “targets” deserving recipients – is out of touch with the deep
integration of communities like La Gloria in the larger global political economy. Indeed, Torres
and Carte (2016, 400) identify how ‘Mexican migrant labor subsidizes key sectors of the US
economy, while also providing a social safety net [oftentimes shouldered by women] for family
members left behind.’ (Torres and Carte 2016, 400). Incentivizing education through Prospera
stipends – along with conditions to “discipline” the poor – ignore the structural inequities in the
larger global political system that disadvantage women, and challenges the assumption that
education training alone is the key to promoting social justice and community development.
Implications of Research for Community/Social Justice Practice
My research has several implications in promoting community/social justice practice.
First, program conditions in school that deputize instructors to enforce grade and attendance
requirements for disbursement of cash stipends, may actually undermine the Prospera program’s
guiding intentions – to increase educational attainment of recipient youth for improved job
prospects within the nation. Second, receipt of cash stipends and high school completion does
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not translate to improved job prospects in Mexico. Third, my research identifies contradictions in
the ability of Prospera to promote gender empowerment among recipient women to instead
reinforce gender hierarchy across generations.19 Collectively, my findings identify the limits in
the ability of Prospera to alleviate poverty, that has implications in the use of similar top-down
development schemes that ignore structural inequalities.
Anthony Hall’s analysis of the Brazil’s Bolsa Familia program – the world’s largest CCT
program – provides policy recommendations that are applicable in the Mexican context, he
writes: ‘[Prospera] will have to seriously address the challenge of integrating the program into a
wider development strategy which seriously attempts to link cash transfers more effectively with
employment and income-generating initiatives (2008, 819). Such a recommendation, is more in
line with promoting a development model that upholds the principles of community/social justice
practice. To be effective, however, it is also important to critique the neoliberal policies that
erode the availability of public services and job creation (Audley, Papademetriou, Polaski, &
Vaughan, 2004; Higgins, Lustig, Ruble, & Smeeding, 2016), which have helped fuel rural-urban
migration within Mexico and international migration (Tetreault, 2010; Torres & Carte, 2016).20
My research illustrates how the Prospera program along with structural factors within the
national school board compel teachers to advise students that education is a valuable social good
that can help them be more competitive for higher income jobs domestically or abroad. This
finding refines previous culture of migration scholarship that identified migrant kin as central
figures in transmitting the aspiration to work abroad (W. Kandel & Massey, 2002). This is not to
suggest that networks of migrant kin do not play a role in shaping migration decisions. Instead, I
19

For a more thorough exploration of this last point see Gil-García (2015).
La Gloria residents do engage in local development projects. Notwithstanding these local efforts, larger structural
dynamics – the global political economy and postcolonial neoliberal Mexican state – create conditions that delimit
the latitude indigenous communities can have when promoting autonomy as an essential component to development
(see Gil-García 2015).
20
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argue that various networks shape the cultural aspiration and opportunity costs between
international migration, domestic migration, or stasis.
Gender ideology, institutional inequalities, and an established culture of migration
intersect and shape educational attainment, labor, and migration patterns for indigenous youth. I
have sought to extend the utility of the culture of migration theory, previously applied mainly to
conditions in northern Mexico (Durand et al., 2001), to the increased migrant flows by
indigenous populations in Mexico to the US (Marcelli & Cornelius, 2001; Weeks et al., 2011).
My study also builds on scholarship on how gender shapes the culture of migration from
Mexico’s rural southern region (Cornelius, Fitzgerald, & Lewin, 2007; Stephen, 2007).
The resiliency of migrant social networks, and household decisions to have young
daughters who obtain a degree of formal education to serve as titulares, encourages young less
educated indigenous men to immigrate to the US, which is in-line with the gender and migration
scholarship (Donato, 1993; Kanaiaupuni, 2000). Moreover, vulnerability remains for those who
stay behind in La Gloria. Mexico’s Prospera program, while well intended in terms of its goal to
raise educational attainment, I argue that the benefits are inadvertently reinforcing traditional
gendered views, which are contrary to gender empowerment goals. Despite the program’s
namesake, indigenous participants are left to face a tragic lack of opportunities outside of
precarious work in the labor market.
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